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Two days of speeches by some 30 leaders of the Comunidad de Estados Latinoamericanos y
Caribeños (CELAC), who met for the bloc’s third summit in Costa Rica, ended with a lengthy
declaration, a long action plan for this year, and more than 20 statements on a variety of specific
topics.
Wiping out poverty from the region, as an imperative for attaining sustainable development, headed
the 94-point Declaración de Belén—which took the name of the host town some 11 km west of San
José, this Central American nation’s capital—and was also a highlight of the Plan de Acción de la
CELAC 2015.
Another 26 special declarations referred to individual issues that ranged from the needs of Small
Island Developing States (SIDS) to prioritizing transparency and the struggle against corruption.
They also took up more political topics, such as backing the Colombian peace negotiations taking
place in Cuba (NotiSur, Feb. 20, 2015), supporting Haitian authorities for holding—this year—
much-delayed legislative and municipal elections (NotiCen, Feb. 5, 2015), and expressing concern at
unilateral US sanctions against Venezuela.
On the eve of the CELAC gathering of Jan. 28-29, leaders of the region’s civil society held a "popular
summit" at the public Universidad de Costa Rica (UCR) in eastern San José. In a much shorter
declaration, consisting of 15 points, they stated, as a key suggestion, that the bloc should become a
tool for fighting major regional problems, including poverty.

Eradicating extreme poverty "indispensable" to development
In the closing session of the CELAC summit, the region’s leaders agreed, at the start of their
declaration, to "reaffirm our strong determination to eradicate extreme poverty, hunger, and
inequality in the region."
They stated that goal "as an indispensable precondition to reach sustainable development, through
the articulation of economic, social, and environmental policies with the integral and fair citizen
participation." Also, to "address the fight against poverty in an integral and multidimensional way,
by directly influencing on its causes."
This, "through … the promotion of national and regional social and financial inclusion policies
directed especially to groups in situations of vulnerability in a way that promotes social justice,
social cohesion, and sustainable development, preserving the respective spaces needed for their
advancement," they explained.
"In order to eradicate hunger, poverty and inequality," the bloc’s leaders further agreed to draw up
and effectively implement regional and national development programs with mid- and long-term
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"transparency and accountability mechanisms," plus "adequate use of public resources available at
the national and international level."
The heads of state and government also committed themselves to the promotion of "equality
and gender equity" as a central part of state policies "especially directed to promote women’s
empowerment, [and] their effective equality. In particular, the access to a decent job, quality
education, information technologies and communication, health, a life free of violence and
discrimination," added to equal access "to decision making positions" at all public levels.
Strengthening "mechanisms to prevent, detect, sanction, and combat corruption," improving
"efficiency and transparency in public management," and promoting "accountability at all levels,
as well as citizen participation in the supervision of public affairs," were also mentioned in the
declaration.
With a similar view, the participants in the regional civil society meeting stated that "CELAC’s
major priority is to become a tool and a driving motor in the struggle against the main scourges
hitting our Latin American and Caribbean region, such as poverty, inequality, social exclusion, and
the pillage of our natural resources."

Nicaraguan president lashes out at US
But for local media, a high point in the summit was the brief clash between Costa Rican President
Luis Guillermo Solís, host of the gathering and outgoing head of the regional bloc, and Nicaraguan
President Daniel Ortega.
Costa Rican media had doubted whether Ortega would actually take part in the summit—which he
did only for the opening session—since both countries have been staging a legal face-off since 2011
at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in a territorial and an environmental litigation. Since then,
relations between Costa Rica and Nicaragua have been, in a recurrent historical pattern, at a low
point, although bilateral cooperation in fields such as security, including anti-drug efforts, has not
been affected.
During his approximately eight-minute speech, Ortega lashed out at the US for maintaining the
embargo it imposed in 1962 on Cuba and for what he described as its neocolonial policy regarding
Puerto Rico.
"Who’s behind the embargo?" asked Ortega, in an improvised speech. "The power that violates an
entire people’s human rights, in a systematic way, ignoring the majority vote at the United Nations
—188 nations continuously voting against the embargo—and democracy is worthless, there, for the
Yankee," he replied. "For the Yankee, it’s strength; for the Yankee, it’s his backyard."
"And as different regional forums become stronger … he keeps conspiring, and, of course, he wants
to weaken, destroy, break this forum," Ortega warned, referring to CELAC. "But here’s our peoples’
response, through their leaders, again meeting at CELAC’s third summit."
"The announcements made by President Obama … have generated much expectation regarding
Cuba and are brave words, undoubtedly. We admit it," Ortega said, referring to US President
Barack Obama’s and Cuban President Raúl Castro’s recent statements on normalizing bilateral
relations. "But President Obama is trapped by the Yankee," and what the US president portrays
as concessions to Cuba is "that tourists will be allowed to spend a little more, that Cubans will
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be allowed to receive a little more in money transfers." But he leaves in force "the embargo …
and sanctions on third countries trading—or he allows that they trade—with Cuba, human rights
violations."
The Nicaraguan president also said the summit was taking place with "an absent Puerto Rico,"
underlining that "it’s understandable, it’s explainable that Puerto Rico continues to be absent. And,
who’s behind the neocolonization policy in Puerto Rico? The Yankee. The Yankee doesn’t change.
The world changes, but the Yankee doesn’t change."
Puerto Rico was a Spanish colony from 1943 to 1899, when, along with Cuba, the Philippines, and
other territories, it was ceded to the US at the end of the 90-day Spanish-American War. The island
is now the Estado Libre Asociado de Puerto Rico (Commonwealth of Puerto Rico).
Ortega then told the meeting that the Nicaraguan delegation included, as one of its members,
Puerto Rican pro-independence leader Rubén Berríos, whom he described as "a great fighter,
defender of our peoples’ sovereignty." And, in an unexpected announcement, he said, "I want to
ask Rubén to conclude my words." Ortega immediately stood up, offering Berríos his chair, and
remained standing behind him as the Puerto Rican leader spoke.
In his approximately eight-minute speech, Berríos, of the Partido Independentista Puertorriqueño
(PIP), said that CELAC should "go from words to action and demand that the US government
release the [Puerto Rican] patriot Oscar López, the world’s oldest political prisoner, who’s been 34
years in jail."
Also, the bloc "must keep a close watch on any attempt aimed at perpetuating colonialism, with
whatever new disguise, in Puerto Rico," Berríos told the meeting. "Reaching independence is up
to Puerto Ricans, but it is up to Latin America and the Caribbean to be supportive of our right to
independence and of our demand that the US put an end to colonialism."

Ortega and Solís exchange barbs
Solís, chairing the summit and about to pass on the bloc’s yearly rotating presidency once Berríos
finished his speech, said, "We take note of the friendly suggestions" the Puerto Rican leader made,
and pointed out that there were procedures to be followed.
This sparked Ortega’s annoyance. The Nicaraguan leader told Solís, "You’re talking about
procedure, and you’ve implemented procedure here at the start of this assembly when you decided
to give the floor to the OAS [Organization of American States], the Yankees’ colonial instrument …
and you decided to give the floor to the European Union."
"And here, Nicaragua is speaking as a state, as a nation, and the voice of Puerto Rico is the voice
of Nicaragua, so, I ask some respect from you, Mr. President," Ortega added, visibly cross at Solis’
statement.
"If you’ve felt … offended, I apologize, because that wasn’t the presidency’s intention," Solís
immediately told Ortega, thus ending the brief confrontation. But the situation was to continue,
as the Costa Rican president told a press conference the following day, after the summit’s closing
session.
Ortega left Costa Rica shortly after delivering his speech and named the Puerto Rican leader as
the head of the Nicaraguan delegation. This led Berríos to appear the following morning at the
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scheduled CELAC leaders’ private meeting, but several heads of state and government objected to
his taking part.
In view of the Nicaraguan delegation’s firm stand in backing Berríos’ participation, Solís decided
to not hold the meeting and go on to the summit’s closing session to avoid what he described
as a potential incident "that would make things worse or cause undue tension among several
delegations."
The decision was backed at the press conference by Ecuadoran President Rafael Correa, who
minutes before had received from Solís the bloc’s presidency until January 2016.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 4 of 4

